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Reproductions of the Tun Huang grottoes give only a faint idea of their brilliant colouring. An American archaeologist has said:
"No book reproduction of these sanctuaries can compare with a first-hand view. The brilliance of the colours, the enchanting forms and the grandeur of these majestically enthroned trinities in their paradise make such a powerful impression on the visitor as might only be compared with that experienced by a Christian as he enters a great Cathedral."
Three days' journey east from Ch'ien Fo Tung, where there were more than a thousand grottoes in the T'ang period, there is a more modest sanctuary, the grotto of Wan-fo-hsia ("The myriads of images of the Buddha"). Most of the Buddhist caves in China are decorated chiefly with statues or reliefs. The most famous of these are Yun Kang, near Ta't'ungfu on the northern frontier of Shansi province and Lung-men ("Dragons' Gate"), south of the ancient capital of Lo-yang in Honan province. There are many others all over China.
159ach of which a Buddha is enthroned, surrounded by Bodhisattvas. Finally a bridge, reaching down to the lower edge of the painting, leads to the lotus pond where Bodhisattvas are sitting on lotus flowers and where they will stay for eternity. The five great deities are sheltered by richly decorated canopies. In the background the celestial hosts are flying on clouds over the "Palaces of Joy". This is typical of all Sino-Tibetan mandalas of the period. By their structure, based on a series of overlapping triangles, in accordance with the permanent laws of optics and perspective, like the great compositions of the Italian Renaissance, and by their wonderful harmony of colours, these hieratic paintings produce, like the counterpoint of a Bach fugue, a compelling and everlasting impression, whatever one's individual artistic tastes.
